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Critical Thinking as a philosophical and educational movement has received more than two
decades of criticism from feminist, critical, communitarian and postcolonial theorists for various
subsets of the following charges:
1) It privileges reason over other modes and dimensions of understanding (rationalism).1
2) It assumes that beliefs and knowledge can be impartial and independent of those who hold
them (objectivism).
3) It assumes that individual knowers can choose their beliefs (epistemic atomism) rather than
that they are to some extent constituted by the set of deep beliefs that they embrace, or by
the community affiliations that these beliefs arise out of (epistemic relationalism).
4) It fails to recognize or acknowledge the degree to which the production and legitimation of
knowledge is tied to power and social location in any society (political naivety).
5) It fails to understand the significance of cultural differences in how knowledge is produced
and legitimated, assuming its mode of inquiry and understanding to be the only legitimate
mode or the best mode (ethnocentrism).
6) It plays the role of ground-preparer for western cultural imperialism through its effect of
eroding epistemological traditions based on respect for elders and on faith rather than doubt
(epistemological imperialism).
7) The adversarial forms of inquiry and dialogue advocated under the name of Critical
Thinking have the effect of privileging largely “masculine” over “feminine” orientations to
inquiry and dialogue (though certainly not all feminist theorists make these claims or
accept these terms).
(Subsets of this list of criticisms are variously developed by Ayim 1989, Bowers 1995, Hampton
1995, Haynes 1993, Morgan 1995, Moulton 1983, Orr 1989, Thayer-Bacon 2000, Warren 1987,
Weinstein 1993, Wilson 1996, and many others.)
Assuming these criticisms to be substantial and worth responding to, my aim in this paper is
to ask whether the Critical Thinking movement has yet developed a conception of critical thinking
that meets the concerns expressed in these criticisms, and that reflects sufficient intercultural
understanding to serve as an appropriate educational goal for a multicultural democratic society in
the 21st century. Hence my title, “Are we there yet?” (yes, I’m the kid in the back seat of the car) -because these criticisms have been going on for decades, and although there has been some
interaction between the Critical Thinking community and the communities of cultural and
postcolonial studies, I don’t think there has yet been enough.
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As one venture in dealing with this question, I will bring this array of criticisms to a recently
developed conception of Critical Thinking that has the best chance of any mainstream conception
I’ve yet seen of meeting these criticisms. This conception is the (TC)2 conception, developed by
Sharon Bailin, Roland Case, Jerrold Coombs and LeRoi Daniels, a team of philosophers and teacher
educators at Simon Fraser University and the University of British Columbia who have been
researching and teaching critical thinking since the inception of the Critical Thinking movement in
the early 1970’s (Bailin et al., 1993, 1999). (TC)2 stands for “Thinking Critically about Critical
Thinking.”
I will begin by indicating where I stand personally in this web of issues. I will then
briefly summarize the (TC)2 conception, and go through each of the criticisms discussed above,
focusing ultimately on the question of the significance of identity, culture and community in
critical thinking, which is the area that I think most needs attention in Critical Thinking
approaches to education, the (TC)2 approach included. (Please note that I use lower case
"critical thinking" to refer to the act of thinking critically, and upper case "Critical Thinking" to
refer to the philosophical and educational movement in general, a particular approach within it,
or the broad goals associated with the movement.) Reflections on the ethics of teaching
illustrating both the importance and the limits of Critical Thinking for education will be
interwoven throughout the paper.

Personal location
My relation to this topic and to this conception is full of what might be thought to be
conflicting loyalties. I am a feminist theorist passionately convinced of the limits of reasoning in
moral and epistemic experience, convinced that many of our most important understandings are
bodily rather than mediated by reason, and overwhelmed by a sense of how huge the hold is that our
different lifeworlds have upon us. Yet I am equally convinced that any hopes we have ever had for
democracy and social justice rest upon the capacity of people to listen to the viewpoints of others
and to revise their beliefs about the world in response to good reasons. At a more personal level, my
life was twice transformed by Critical Thinking, the first time around, by the teachings of Ralph
Johnson and Tony Blair at the University of Windsor; the second time around, by the very
conception that I focus on in this article. Encountering the operational conception of critical
thinking developed by Bailin, Case, Coombs and Daniels made my teaching more effective, and my
life and teaching far richer and more connected than they would have been without its influence.
This enrichment occurred also in the teaching that I have done in First Nations contexts, and yet I
have also witnessed, through reflections shared by First Nations scholars and students, the harm that
over-emphasis on critical thinking can do. So my loyalties to Critical Thinking are as passionate as
is my quest to reckon with its limits.
The beauty of these apparently conflicting loyalties – to Critical Thinking and to feminist and
postcolonial concerns – is that their conflicts, when genuine, are often a source of mutual growth.
These distinct educational/social movements also possess far more common ground than the
literature to date has reflected. Feminist theory as I do it and critical thinking as I know it together
require that I be as accurate, charitable, honest, forthright, reflexive and critical as I can be. Both
discourses are premised on the value of seeking and responding to good critical feedback, however
different their primary characterizations of ‘good’ in this sense might be. Further, the students and
colleagues I have worked with in First Nations contexts and my study of postcolonial theory have
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helped me learn to develop an attitude of intercultural humility and sensitivity (work ongoing) that
feels confluent with one of my earliest western philosophical inspirations, my encounter, guided by
Harry Nielsen, with the concept of Socratic ignorance. It is thus inspiring rather than confounding to
stand as I do with parts of me in all of these worlds, and I hope that this paper can add to the bridgebuilding that has developed over the past decade.
The (TC)2 Conception of Critical Thinking: A Summary
One of the motivating commitments for Bailin, Case, Coombs and Daniels was to
develop a conception of critical thinking that would be readily perspicuous for teachers wanting
to enhance their understanding of critical thinking and more fully infuse it into their curriculum
units. Given the time constraints teachers face, they wanted a conception that laid clear the key
features of critical thinking in a way that would enable teachers to make ready and effective
connections to teaching, curriculum and evaluation strategies.
I believe that the conception they developed – the (TC)2 conception – is indeed
wonderfully operational in these respects. I used it throughout the past eleven years in my
teaching in UBC’s Teacher Education Program, and I have found that teachers unfamiliar with
critical thinking pick up the idea of critical thinking quite rapidly—after only two or three
sessions exploring it. (That students can graduate with good grades from B.A. and B.Sc.
programs yet not understand the basic idea of critical thinking is testament to how important
Bailin et al.’s operational focus is for getting critical thinking happening more effectively in
schools.) Within a few weeks, pre-service teachers are able to build lesson plans around it—or
enhance the critical thinking possibilities within their curriculum planning— and this focus
results in a tremendous improvement to the educational quality of their lesson planning. Even
more dramatically, I have experienced the workings of this conception of critical thinking
personally, in my own teaching; but that is a story for another time.2 Of course, it would require
extensive comparative studies of teaching and student achievement in critical thinking to
corroborate these claims of effectiveness, and I confess no small measure of scepticism regarding
some of the educational measurement methodologies I have seen. But happily, it is not my quest
in this paper to provide a systematic evaluation of the pedagogical effectiveness of the (TC)2
conception. Having good reason to think that any such evaluation would turn out positive, my
quest here is rather to examine whether or not this apparently congenial conception of critical
thinking truly meets, as it might seem to, the pluralist, feminist and other epistemological
concerns that Critical Thinking’s critics have raised against it.
The conception of critical thinking developed by Bailin, Case, Coombs and Daniels
develops insights from the work of many leading Critical Thinking theorists, including Robert
Ennis, who defined critical thinking as “reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on
deciding what to believe or do” (Ennis 1991, p.6). Bailin et al. offer the following refinement:
Critical thinking involves thinking through problematic situations about what to believe
or how to act where the thinker intends, and to some extent succeeds, in making reasoned
judgments that embody the attributes of a quality thinker (Bailin et al. 1993, p.1).3
Both definitions associate critical thinking with doing and with acting, which reflects the
tremendously important fact that critical thinking occurs not only in the reading of newspapers
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and academic journals, but also in the baking of pies, in the building of tables, in the composing
of music, in the directing of traffic; in sewing, gardening, mothering, painting, doctoring,
plumbing, and teaching!4
But the definition developed by Bailin et al. emphasizes the context in which critical
thinking occurs (the problematic situation), the intention of the thinker to achieve a certain
standard of good thinking in her deliberations, and the thinker’s success in meeting this standard
to some extent. These features of context, intention and success are important, because they are
keys to the successful teaching of critical thinking. Thus, Bailin, Case, Coombs and Daniels
highlight them by noting that critical thinking can be conceived as having three dimensions:
•
•
•

CRITICAL CHALLENGE: The tasks, questions or problematic situations that provide
the impetus and context for critical thinking.
INTELLECTUAL RESOURCES: The background knowledge and critical attributes—
the array of knowledge, strategies and attitudes required for quality thinking—that are
drawn upon when responding to critical challenges.
CRITICALLY THOUGHTFUL RESPONSES: Responses to particular critical
challenges that demonstrate appropriate use of the relevant intellectual resources and
that meet the standards of adequacy and accuracy relevant to the field(s) of inquiry
involved (Bailin et al. 1993, p.2, format slightly modified; phrase in italics added).

I have found this framework to be particularly useful for teachers because it helps us to
focus instruction and curriculum thinking on three key questions whose answers in specific
contexts make clear what we should be aiming for in our curriculum and instruction design, if
our goal is to help students to develop as critical thinkers. These questions are:
1. What is an effective critical challenge that I can present to students to help them learn the
required curriculum in thoughtful, engaged and intrinsically motivated ways?
2. What kinds of resources (background knowledge, knowledge of thinking strategies, attitudes
and dispositions) would my students need to be able to handle this challenge?
3. How would I evaluate their responses in ways that genuinely reflect their success in thinking
critically—that is, their success in meeting relevant standards of adequacy and accuracy in
their thinking? And what would these standards be for the case at hand? AND, how can I
get the students to recognize or generate appropriate standards themselves?
Bailin et al. modestly note that they have had “some success” in helping teachers to
understand what is involved in teaching critical thinking by emphasizing these three dimensions,
articulated at one point as:
•
•
•

engaging students in dealing with tasks that call for reasoned judgement or
assessment,
helping them develop intellectual resources for dealing with these tasks, and
providing an environment in which critical thinking is valued and students are
encouraged and supported in their attempts to think critically and engage in
critical discussion (Bailin et al., p.298).
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The importance of this – the importance of helping teachers to understand what is involved in
teaching critical thinking – can be readily overlooked by philosophers, because in philosophy
departments, faculty and students come together largely by self-selection out of an affinity for
critical thinking. But in schools and in teacher education programs, this general affinity is not so
widespread, and all kinds of other concerns (e.g., to foster student self-esteem and
cooperativeness) can mitigate against the unfostered emergence of critical thinking teaching
practices.
In helping teachers to think about the curriculum in terms of critical challenges, the (TC)2
conception of critical thinking encourages teachers to leave behind residual notions of the
curriculum as something to be transmitted to students, fully reconceptualizing it as something
which teachers should lead their students to want to figure out or explore for themselves. This
ideal of moving from a transmissive approach to an inquiry approach in teaching is not
something earthshakingly new, but the concept of a critical challenge puts the task of achieving
this ideal in a clearer, more vivid, readily graspable perspective – which is quite an
accomplishment in the dizzying demands that pre-service teachers can encounter in teacher
education programs.
A critical challenge is a task, question, or problematic situation which provides the
impetus and context for students to try to figure out for themselves in appropriate and wellreasoned ways what to believe or how to act. A critical challenge can be as multidisciplinary a
project as deciding how to judge a particular land development proposal, as abstract a problem
as figuring out a good alternative proof for a mathematical theorem, as artistic a project as
creating harmonious group dance movements in response to a bird’s song, as manual a task as
building a shelter out of limited tools and materials, and as morally-focused a task as deciding
how to respond to an instance of bullying in the school cafeteria.5
Bringing the idea of a critical challenge to the forefront of their conception of critical
thinking enables Bailins, Case, Coombs and Daniels to get right to the heart of the matter for
teachers. If students are going to think critically in the classroom (or in outdoor education
settings), and not merely hear interesting information, or merely share their points of view, or
merely enjoy interesting conversations, or merely complete tasks for the sake of grades, then
they have to have something which challenges, invites, or encourages them to think critically,
and which sustains their desire to do so beyond mere introductory efforts. This is the whole idea
behind a critical challenge. Of course, interesting information, shared viewpoints, thoughtful
conversation and tasks needing completion for the sake of grades are all things which can
generate critical thought in students. But students motivated to respond to a critical challenge are
likely to be more sustainably and productively engaged in ways more conducive to their
development as critical thinkers than students not focused on a particular critical challenge
(whether teacher- or student-initiated). This is the importance of building our teaching around
the concept of a critical challenge—or, as I sometimes prefer to think of it, a critical “inviting” or
“enticing”.
The second crucial feature of teaching for critical thinking is ensuring that students have
or develop the “intellectual resources and habits of mind” they will need to be able to handle the
critical challenge before them. Bailin et al. describe four different kinds of “intellectual
resources”:6
i) Background knowledge of relevant subject matter.
ii) Operational knowledge of the standards and principles of good thinking
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(both those tied to the subject matter as well as more general standards,
such as what generally distinguishes a good argument from a weak one).
iii) Critical concepts (e.g., being able to distinguish between premises, assumptions
and conclusions).
iv) Heuristics (strategies and procedures for conducting inquiry).
--adapted from Bailin et al. 1993, p.2
The second dimension of what students need to develop to be able to engage in critical
thinking is equally important, and involves not what they know but how they approach
experience, inquiry and conversation. This is the dimension of “attitudes” or “habits of mind”
central to critical thinking. Drawing on the work of Robert Ennis, Harvey Siegel and others,
Bailin and colleagues characterize these qualities as shown in the following table.

Critical Thinking Habits of Mind
Respect for reasons and truth (commitment to having justified beliefs, values
and actions).

Respect for high quality products and performances (appreciation of
good design and effective performance).

An inquiring attitude (inclination to assess the support for judgments one is
asked to accept).

Open-mindedness (disposition to withhold judgment and seek new evidence or
points of view when existing evidence is inadequate or contentious, and
willingness to revise one’s view should the evidence warrant it).

Fair-mindedness (commitment to understanding and giving fair consideration to
alternative points of view, disposition to seek evidence or reasons that may
tell against one’s view).

Independent-mindedness (possession of the intellectual honesty and courage
necessary for seeking out relevant evidence and basing one’s beliefs and
actions on it despite pressures or temptations to do otherwise, and the
personal strength to stand up for one’s firmly grounded beliefs).

Respect for others in group inquiry and deliberation (commitment to
open, critical discussion in which all persons are given a fair hearing and
their feelings as well as their interests are taken into account).
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Respect for legitimate intellectual authority (appreciation of the
importance of giving due weight to the views of persons who satisfy the
criteria for being an authority in a relevant area of study or practice).

An intellectual work ethic (commitment to carrying out relevant thinking tasks
in a competent manner).
--Bailin, Case, Coombs and Daniels 1999, p.10

At the heart of the (TC)2 conception of critical thinking is the concern to help students get to the
point of articulated awareness and explicit consideration of what makes one response better than
another, and how one should go about deciding this in the particular context of practice in which
the problem is located, whether chemistry or history or daily life. Appreciating the contextualist
side of the long-standing debate about the generalizability of critical thinking (McPeck 1981,
Norris 1992 and still ongoing; see e.g. Smith 2002), Bailin et al. emphasize the contextembeddedness of these practices:
In our view, teaching critical thinking is largely a matter of teaching students to make
appropriate use of the concepts, standards, strategems and procedures our culture has
developed for disciplining thinking and increasing its fruitfulness. Our conception
highlights the fact that these concepts and standards are embedded in complex practices
of critical deliberation and discussion. Verbal formulations of critical thinking standards
and principles, being abstractions from practice in a variety of different contexts, are
necessarily vague with regard to what counts as fulfilling the principles in any particular
context. Thus the critical thinker must acquire good judgment in determining what
critical thinking principles require in particular contexts (Bailin et al. 1999, 297-298).
In this passage, the authors acknowledge the cultural specificity of critical thinking
(“make appropriate use of the concepts, standards, strategems and procedures our culture has
developed “). How deeply does this recognition inform their account of critical thinking? I hope
I have explained enough about their conception in these few pages for us to take on this question.
I’ll begin with feminist concerns about gender bias, then expand to examine concerns about
rationalism and objectivism.

Is Critical Thinking Committed to Adversarial Dialogue and Inquiry?
I have to admit that as a young student of philosophy in the mid-1980’s, I was as impressed by
the power of critical thinking as I was disturbed by the arrogance of some of its formulations, and by
the combativeness that it seemed to encourage in some of its participants. These problems of
valorizing combative over more collaborative forms of inquiry and dialogue have been noted by such
feminist theorists as Ayim 1989, Morgan 1995, Moulton 1983, Orr 1989, and Thayer-Bacon 2000.
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There are, however, good and bad versions of this criticism, and it is important to recognize the
differences. The best of the criticisms have been careful to point out the gender bias involved in such
valorizations without making unqualified generalizations concerning “women’s (or men’s)
conversational styles” and “women’s (or men’s) ways of knowing,” etc., and without making the
mistake of assuming a unitary picture of masculinity or femininity. These two categories of mistake
reflect two different sets of ethical and sociological reasons why these gender-bias criticisms must be
made in sophisticated rather than simple ways.
The first set of reasons involve the recognition that not all women and men conform to
mainstream gender patterns, and further, that not all people identify on one or the other pole of
mainstream gender classifications. Many of the discussions of gender bias in Critical Thinking were
developed before there was much recognition in the academic world of what it means to respect the
rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans-gendered persons. We have a long way to go for these
critiques to catch up with the sexual liberation movements of the 21st century.
The second and equally important set of reasons for avoiding simplistic gender-bias critiques
of Critical Thinking involves the fact that class, race, ethnicity and age can influence the formation of
an individual’s approach to inquiry and dialogue as much (or more) as gender can, and further, that
gender formations are in any case not the same across class, race, ethnicity, age, and so on.
The worst of the gender-based criticisms of critical thinking have engaged in sweeping
generalizations about how women vs. men think. Some discussions have even contained strange
misunderstandings of some of the basic concepts involved in Critical Thinking; e.g., Pigott (1979)
identified “feminine modes of reasoning” as inductive and “masculine modes of reasoning” as
deductive (as if anyone could function without using both inductive and deductive reasoning! (Pigott’s
analysis is discussed in Orr 1988).
Not wanting to undertake a full-scale examination of gender as a variable in modes of inquiry,
I will use the economical strategy of supposing (as indeed my own experience attests) that the more
carefully articulated criticisms of adversarialness in Critical Thinking are warranted: that in many
cases, existing approaches to Critical Thinking do encourage combativeness over collaboration, and do
favour styles of interacting and inquiry more common among those who identify as boys and men than
among those who identify as girls and women (though I insist that influences of class, race, ethnicity
and age need to be reckoned with too, and they complexify the picture considerably). The question I
am raising is this: Does the conception developed by Bailins, Case, Coombs and Daniels share this
problem of gender bias and encouraging combativeness? And the answer is clearly no. The lists of
questions to focus on and habits of mind to aim for that we have seen in their account do not valorize
combativeness over collaboration. The closest they get to combativeness is in their definition of “an
inquiring attitude” as an “inclination to assess the support for judgments one is asked to accept.” This
definition leaves open and unaddressed the problem of being excessively skeptical. But their list of
habits of mind also includes “respect for others in group inquiry and deliberation - commitment to
open, critical discussion in which all persons are given a fair hearing and their feelings as well as their
interests are taken into account.” These latter features provide an implicit answer of their own to the
potential problem of fostering or valourizing excessive skepticism.
Of course, much hangs on how ‘respect’ is interpreted. The feminist post-colonial
constructivist might have a radically different notion of what ‘respect for others in group inquiry’
consists in compared with a person who might espouse none of those commitments. Nevertheless,
there is no indication in Bailin et al. 1999 that a thin conception of respect is intended; indeed,
although they emphasize critical discussion, the importance of people’s feelings is also clearly
indicated. There may be a concern that Bailin et al.’s explanation of respect for others in group
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inquiry falls short of the kind of multivocal dialogue aimed for in, e.g., critical pedagogy; I will
discuss this question in the pages to come. Let me conclude this section by noting that although
some feminist critics of Critical Thinking have argued to reject it as an educational movement on
account of its assumed inherent combativeness, others have argued only for its reform … and for
its social reform potential! Thus feminist educational theorist Maryann Ayim argues that “In
critical thinking classrooms, we can do our share to move society away from dominant
confrontational paradigms towards affiliative cooperative paradigms” (Ayim 1991).

Is Critical Thinking Committed to Rationalism?
A further theme common to many feminist critics of Critical Thinking, one shared by
many critics whose background is in critical theory, is that Critical Thinking is committed to the
privileging of reason over other modes of understanding and other capacities involved in the
generation of knowledge. For example, regarding other modes of understanding, many artists,
musicians and tradeworkers have talked about understanding as being located not primarily in
their heads but in the interaction between their hands, their tools and their materials. (For
ecological models of intelligence that provide theoretical illumination of such experiences, see
Bateson 1972 and Bowers 1995.) Regarding other capacities involved in the generation of
knowledge, Alison Jaggar has argued for the epistemic importance of the emotions in inquiry,
arguing that experiences of anger or pride can alert a person experiencing them to nuances or
systemic features of a situation that they might not otherwise have noticed. She has further
argued that the capacities for care and empathy demonstrated by award-winning scientists Jane
Goodall and Barbara McClintock were epistemically important factors in the success of their
research endeavours—Goodall with the social behaviour of chimpanzees, McClintock with the
genetic structure of maize (Jaggar 1989, pp.144-6; also discussed in Martin 1992). Jaggar argues
that emotions are largely socially constructed and (in ways resembling philosopher of education
Richard Peters’ arguments decades earlier) that they are very responsive to educational
influence. Her discussion on this front heads towards recognition of the cultivation of virtues as
central to education.
Whether or not these expanded accounts of human understanding are sound is an issue
that I lack space to discuss here. (I am exploring these questions in a manuscript entitled, “The
Epistemological Significance of Breastfeeding.”) Admitting my support for these views, let me
again take the economical strategy of supposing these views to be warranted, and then ask if it is
true that the conception of Critical Thinking developed by Bailins, Case, Coombs and Daniels
fails to accommodate the role played in knowing by body-environment interactions and by
emotion, care, and empathy.
In this case, I think that a toned down version of the charge of rationalism is warranted
against the (TC)2 conception of critical thinking. But also, I think that the (TC)2 conception
could easily be improved to respond to the charge. Their account of critical thinking may not
include much discussion of the contributions to knowing made by the emotions (beyond love of
learning) or the virtues (beyond the intellectual virtues), but it includes the emotions in other
ways, and it can readily make room for these further recognitions.
Here is my argument. First, although we don’t find in their work any discussion of care
for or connection to research subjects, or care for/connection to the objects of knowledge, we do
find in Bailin et al. 1999 considerable discussion of care and commitment to inquiry, and care
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and commitment to other people engaged in inquiry with us. Further, their account is writ
through with awareness of the importance of the cultivation of virtues as central to moral
education, such as is common in feminist and communitarian accounts of education. This is the
insight behind their development (ditto Ennis, Siegel and others) of a list of attitudes or habits of
mind as central to critical thinking. Although their list of habits of mind does indeed give central
place to reason over care, sensibility, empathy and emotions (see p. 15 above), there is clearly
room in their framework to include greater emphasis on the latter set. Possibilities include an
expanded account of what “background knowledge” consists in for particular areas of inquiry
(with, e.g., explicit mention of the importance of empathic understanding of others), an enriched
account of respect and open-mindedness, and explicit inclusion of care, sensibility, empathy and
emotional intelligence in their listing of needed virtues and capacities. These are not yet
sufficiently present in the (TC)2 account to avoid the charge of rationalism, but clearly there is
room to accommodate them. Further, it appears that the authors are at work on just such an
expansion (Case 2003). So although the (TC)2 account might be committed to rationalism in its
present form, the commitment seems to be merely a feature of the present draft, rather than
hopelessly endemic in the structure of their conception of critical thinking, or endemic in Critical
Thinking generally.
Yet it must be noted: it is conceivable that some Critical Thinking theorists might (and
do!) resist this expansion, identifying the virtues and capacities related to caring as falling
outside of critical thinking properly understood – yet acknowledging that yes, it would be good
to help students become more caring as well as more adept at critical thinking. (The general
issue is discussed in Bailin 1995, Norris 1995, and Thayer-Bacon 2000.) I have no idea how this
contest will turn out. Ultimately, the question is not about how best to characterize some
objectively existing form of critical thinking. It is about who will win this contest of
characterization – who among the conceptualizers of critical thinking will have the most
influence on the education of children in public schools? Who will succeed in creating publiclyembraced educational ideals in their own image?

Is Critical Thinking Objectivist?
I will at last deal with the criticism that Critical Thinking, like its originary discourse,
mainstream western philosophy, is built upon the following problematic assumptions:
1) Beliefs are something apart from the individual person holding them—
we can freely choose our beliefs [-Epistemic Atomism]
2) Knowledge is something apart from any individual person holding it—
it is impartial and independent of the knower [-Epistemic Agent
Neutrality]
3) Our language provides impartial, undistorting access to an independent reality
external to it and to us, as long as we get it right [Neutrality of Language -Naïve Referential Realism]
4) Knowers stand in a position to understand and to critique each other’s beliefs
about a given object or event if they have observed that object or event
themselves OR learned about it from reliable sources, and if they make adequate
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use of critical thinking capacities and habits of mind. [-Straightforward
Commensurability of Beliefs]
These assumptions express various facets of objectivism. I have purposely used extreme
versions of these assumptions to reflect the interpretations made of Critical Thinking by
many of the feminist, critical and postcolonial theorists who position themselves as critics
of it (e.g., Marker 2002, Thayer-Bacon 2000). Yet as Harvey Siegel said in response to
this list, I think that many Critical Thinking theorists would respond, “I don’t see myself
on that list” (Siegel 2003). Whether these features are found in such extreme form in
mainstream conceptions of critical thinking is an important and complex question, but
unfortunately, it goes beyond the scope of this paper; my concern here is only to see if the
(TC)2 conception is committed to any of these assumptions. I will have to leave the larger
examination to others.
In opposition to objectivism (moderate or extreme, real or straw), Critical Thinking’s
feminist and postmodern critics argue that:
1) Many (though certainly not all) of our beliefs are constitutive of who we are or
reflect commitments that tie us to our communities, such that to revise or reject
them is to engage in profound reorientations of who we are and how we are related
to our communities [-Epistemic Relationalism]
2) Knowledge is an organism’s (or a social group’s) encoding of lessons learned from
its successful interactions with and adaptations to the world around it, where world
is understood as cultural, social and physical [- Epistemic Agent Specificity -Knowledge as Interactive and Situated]
3) Any language contains the accumulated distinctions that its past users found worth
making;7 it thereby conditions how its present and future users experience the
world. (This is often more strongly put in terms like “Language constructs
reality.”) The idea here is that each of us is embedded in a personal and community
history, culture, language, and social nexus that deeply influences our
understanding—even our perception of things—and we can detach ourselves from
the language(s) that we use no more readily than we can detach our bodies from our
brains -- though certainly we can become reflexive and critical of many aspects and
elements of our language(s). In other words, language is part of who we are, part of
this conditioning nexus; language is NOT some neutral conduit for knowledge.
Any given language may seem neutral to similarly situated speakers of that
language, especially if their language is dominant in their society, but with
sufficient intercultural experience, people can grow beyond such ethnocentrism . [Constructivist Theory of Language and the World]
4) It takes more than having observed a given object or event and reasoning
appropriately about it for knowers to stand in a position to critique each other’s
beliefs about it. For example, it also requires understanding of inter-cultural
context and respecting the gap between knowers posed by (1) to (3) above. In other
words, there are substantial intercultural, social-locational, and interpersonal limits
to any particular individual’s or group’s capacity fully to understand and objectively
to critique another individual’s or group’s beliefs. [Situatedness of Knowledge Complex Commensurability of Beliefs].
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This loose sketch of a constructivist and relational approach to inquiry, knowledge and
identity is meant to provide an over-arching articulation of some of the key concerns that lead
feminist, critical and postcolonial theorists to criticize Critical Thinking of being objectivist and
of presuming its particular conception of inquiry to be universally obligatory for anyone aspiring
to genuine knowledge (see e.g., Orr 1989, Haynes 1993, Hampton 1995, Thayer-Bacon 2000).
These issues need much more extensive exploration than I can give them here. Simply to
give an indication of what is at stake in this debate, I will restrict my focus to the charge that
Critical Thinking systemically overestimates the extent to which humans can be neutral,
detached, and impartial knowers. If this charge were true, then what we would likely see in
Critical Thinking as implemented in curriculum and instruction is:
a failure on the part of teachers and students to recognize the extent to which they are
attached to their own beliefs; i.e., an overestimation of their own capacities for impartiality
and open-mindedness; and
(ii) a tendency to encourage students to be critical of the views of others in ways that go beyond
what is appropriate and that reflect a lack of effective empathy,8 thoughtfulness, and
interpersonal and intercultural humility.
(i)

I have encountered both of these consequences among teachers and students of Critical
Thinking many times over, in many different contexts. Worse, there have been times in my life when
I have had to count myself among the casualties; i.e., there have been times when my life-long
training in critical thinking has contributed to a failure on my part to be as considerate as I should be
about how a particular critical discussion might impact on my students or colleagues or friends. More
than that, there have been times when I have failed to understand how limited and parochial and tied
to my experiences my own views might be, despite my best efforts to be open-minded. Thinking
beyond my own experience, I gasp at how difficult it would be adequately to document these things,
not only at the anecdotal level, but especially at a more rigourous level, e.g., in a qualitative study of
the effects of Critical Thinking programs on particular groups of students.
The project of investigating and describing the frequency of such problems and tracing their
causal sources would probably be an important project to take up. But my concern in this section is
only to suggest why certain approaches to critical thinking might be among the causal sources ... and
to discuss what we can do about it. My ultimate goal is to draw attention to some pedagogical
problems that would likely follow from mistaken conceptions about identity, knowledge and belief …
and some ways to address them, both in our teaching practices and in our conceptualizations of
critical thinking.
I want to begin by dealing with the question of whether Bailin, Case, Coombs and
Daniels are committed to a conception of the self that pictures us as radically epistemically
autonomous; i.e., separate from our beliefs, and able to acquire or exchange beliefs as freely as if
we were deciding what kind of cereal to buy off a grocery store shelf.
While I don’t believe that we find cause in their account to saddle them with this
atomistic conception of self, it is unfortunately also the case that we don’t find the question of
the relation between personal identity and beliefs engaged in their account. And yet it is a
crucial question to explore in critical thinking classrooms – and in critical thinking theory. As
critical thinking instructors, we routinely expect students to express their views in class, and to
give and receive criticisms of views expressed in class discussions. Yet unless our teaching is
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informed by an exceptional sensibility or by feminist, antiracist, postcolonial or some other
interaction-focused pedagogy, critical thinking instructors may not spend much time dealing with
the experiences that criticisms of their views can generate for students – experiences of feeling
personally criticized or diminished or offended when criticisms are made of their own views, and
(for students with caring dispositions) experiences of feeling concerned not to cause such hurt or
offence for their classmates. Yet because of these dynamics, many students can end up feeling
criticized in critical thinking classrooms, and the more sensitive among them may choose silence
to avoid causing or receiving this harm.
This problem is one manifestation of a fundamental tension in Critical Thinking
education, the tension between committing ourselves (by virtue of our presence in a critical
thinking classroom) to the rational reconsideration of our beliefs, yet feeling (by virtue of our
existence as historied, embodied, socially situated human beings) that many of our beliefs are in
some sense constitutive of who we are, or symbolic and expressive of the community
identifications that we have.
Many of us try to avoid this tension by telling our students that the business of critical
thinking involves criticizing arguments, not criticizing people. But we must deal realistically with the
challenge that no matter how many times we repeat this mantra in class, it is not likely to be very
effective. I confess, I use it myself, but ever since feeling impaled by its contextual dishonesty as a
stand-alone principle my first year of teaching, I use it now as only one part of a set of guidelines for
discussion, a set that brings the fundamental tension starkly to view.
On the first day of class in every course that I teach, I discuss with students my always
evolving list of "Considerations to Keep in Mind for Class and Group Discussions." #6c on this list
acknowledges the experiential reality described above:
#6(c). The view which another person is expressing may be deeply important to her or
him; it may have personal or cultural linkages that you are not aware of. Dismissive
responses and "jump on you for that" criticisms can hurt and close off chances for learning
from each other. (But see #7 below.)
Consideration #7, on the other hand, expresses the familiar Critical Thinking ideal:
#7. To criticize an argument or opinion is NOT to criticize the person expressing it. (But
see # 6(c) above.)
Respect for both of these two principles is crucial to the growth of students as critical thinkers,
and to the development of a healthy community of inquiry. We cannot rationally discuss an
issue if we have to tiptoe around every possibility of offending someone’s cherished beliefs.
And we cannot grow beyond our present beliefs if we don’t risk hearing them criticized. But
simply to pretend that nothing hurts--to pretend that everything is up for criticism without need
for sensitive concern for how others feel--is to make our classrooms welcoming only to the most
thick-skinned of people. It matters how and when and what we say about the deeply-held beliefs
of others. So the tension between these two principles is undeniable. It is best managed, I have
found, by talking frankly about it with students, and by collectively, intentionally striving for a
balance between intercultural sensitivity, respect and care for individuals, and commitment to
rational criticism of arguments--however shifting a balance this may be given the issue, the
circumstances and the people involved.
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Our discussions of this tension inevitably lead to questions about who and what we are –
questions about the relationship between belief, identity and community. The amount of
concern, debate and reflection that these questions generate for students is an indication of why
dealing with them is important to good teaching, and a central consideration in the ethics of
teaching.
It might be argued that in their general treatment of critical thinking, Bailin, Case,
Coombs and Daniels deal with this tension and related questions about identity and belief
implicitly; namely, they indicate that critical thinkers should approach any and all beliefs that
have come to seem problematized (core ones included) with the attitudes of open-mindedness,
fair-mindedness, etc. But I think this would be to duck the question, which is really, “How can I
be open-minded about a belief that feels a part of me?” (--the bias question), and “What am I—
how do we explain what’s going on—when I begin to question a belief that has up till now been
one of my core beliefs? Who is it or what is it that is doing the questioning? What is this
relation between who I am and what I believe?” (--the conception of self question).
I think these questions are important even to an operational conception. When these
questions are addressed and explored in Critical Thinking classrooms, then students can be
helped to think reflectively about the genuine possibilities and limits of critical thinking—the
limits of their own standpoint, and the limits of inquiry for merely human knowers. It makes a
great deal of difference whether I think of myself as:
1) a transcendental ego capable of choosing beliefs autonomously; or,
2) a composite of beliefs and values inherited from my community together with needs
and instincts born into my body, a composite that will fall apart if I do not preserve them
all intact and unquestioned; or,
3) for example, as Dewey argued, a self-ordering structure of beliefs, values,
dispositions, abilities and needs, responding as best I can to changes within my body and
changes in my social, cultural and physical environment (Dewey 1985 (1922)).
On the first account, problems of bias (my own) are invisible to me, because I imagine
bias to arise only as a pathological deviation from the epistemological ideal. It becomes easy to
overestimate my capacities for impartiality, for understanding another person’s point of view,
and for critiquing another person’s beliefs without causing personal hurt and without imposing
my picture of the world on that person. On the second account, problems of bias stifle inquiry,
and I locate them in everyone else’s backyard, but never in my own. On the third account,
problems of bias are recognized as inherent in knowing, and so the social context of the critical
thinker is recognized as being in need of critical analysis no less than the object of inquiry is in
need of analysis. When critical inquiry focuses on BOTH of these areas, the social context of
knower as well as the object of knowledge, then we have a greater chance for achieving
objectivity than is afforded by the usual empirical methods, which focus only on the object of
knowledge and so can miss problems of shared bias. This is the central idea behind Sandra
Harding’s concept of “strong objectivity” (discussed in the context of scientific research, not in
the context of critical thinking in the schools, but the parallel is clear).
The subject-specificness of knowing entails that objectivity is a community enterprise, a
matter of expanding inquiry to include as many perspectives relevant to the inquiry as possible,
especially from members of previously marginalized groups. It is thus also a matter of
expanding our conception of what is relevant to the inquiry and expanding the criteria for
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academic acceptability. In short, mutual respect in a critical discussion may require more
thoughtfulness – and much more work, intercultural communication and structural capacity –
than the transcendental chooser model would suggest.
A comprehensive conception of Critical Thinking would deal with these questions and
issues, and even an operational conception would “operate” better if it engaged them, because
such an expansion would facilitate recognition of the problems of intercultural insensitivity,
overestimated impartiality and underdeveloped empathy that occur in some existing curricular
and instructional implementations of Critical Thinking (discussed in Courtenay Hall 2003). The
Critical Thinking motto of “To criticize an argument or opinion is not to criticize the person
expressing it” has reigned solo long enough. It is only when the objectivism enshrined in this
motto is brought into question that we can begin to move Critical Thinking education beyond its
present limits and begin to help students explore the connections between the things they believe
and the socially-, culturally-situated life histories that put those beliefs in place. To not
recognize that these connections are crucial in critical thinking classrooms is to distance our
classrooms from the sources that can give them the most life and relevance for our students …
and for us.

Concluding note
The (TC)2 conception of critical thinking emerges with a mixed review when it comes to the
feminist, cultural pluralist and postcolonial criticisms that I have briefly considered in this analysis.
First, on the plus side, there seem to be no grounds for accusing their account of conceptualizing
critical thinking as a combative engagement. Second, also on the plus side: although the (TC)2
conception may not embrace the epistemic importance of care, empathy, and emotional attunement as
strongly as the critics would like to see, there is clearly room for greater emphasis on these capacities
in the (TC)2 account; furthermore, the authors appear to be moving in this direction in their ongoing
work (Bailin 1995, Case 2003).
But the third point is where the greatest need for rethinking appears. When it comes to
dealing with the fundamental tension in critical thinking between objectivist and situated
understandings of the world, the (TC)2 account is, thus far, too silent. It does not deal with the
complexities of knowledge, belief, identity and community. It leaves unraised and unaddressed such
questions as: How is critical thinking possible in connection with beliefs that might be or feel
constitutive of who I am, beliefs which tie me to my community? How can critical thinking occur if I
am not an autonomous chooser of the things that I believe? But if I am such an autonomous chooser,
then what am I in relation to these beliefs? A possible receptacle for them? Constructor of them?
Defined and constituted by what? Whence comes this power to choose?
To ask two articles aimed at developing an operational conception of critical thinking to deal
explicitly with these complex philosophical and psychological issues is asking a bit much. But these
questions are important – important to students themselves, important to their intellectual and
personal development, important to the development of a healthy community of inquiry in the
classroom, important to the development of productive intercultural dialogue and inquiry in the larger
society. What hangs on these questions, I suspect, is the very defensibility of critical thinking as an
appropriate approach to curriculum and instruction in multicultural democratic societies of the 21st
century.
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Notes
1

I note that rationalism in the context of CT’s critics means something quite different from
philosophy’s traditional contrast between rationalism and empiricism. This transmutation of
terminology is indeed one of the things that separates many CT theorists from many CT critics.

2

Teacher-centred and reading-centred approaches to teaching were the standard way of leading
students in philosophical inquiry in my days as a student, and students generally expected no
other. Indeed, the few times that I encountered professors who made use of student-led
discussion or small group inquiry, I felt the professor was falling short of the job he should be
doing. (I write ‘he’ deliberately, having had only two female professors in 14 years of university
education.) But this model of teacher- and reading-centred instruction did not transfer well to
pre-service teacher education, where most students are OVERWHELMED with the challenges
they are about to face as teachers, and want to see modeled a pedagogy that reflects the ideas they
are learning in their teaching methods courses, and that is friendly enough to work with young
children, dynamic enough to captivate bored teenagers, and loaded enough with tricks of the trade
to be capable of bringing success to any teaching venture. For example, many pre-service
teachers expect to see a form of teaching that makes full use of the marvelous methods of group
inquiry that have been developed over the past several decades of student-centred and cooperative
learning. Nothing in my educational past had prepared me for this challenge. It didn’t take long
to understand the nature of the problem, but it took three years of dedicated retraining to solve it –
to grow beyond the teaching methodology I had absorbed as a student. And the (TC)2 conception
was sine qua non to my success. I tell a little more of this story and explore the organic, bodily
dimensions of teaching in “Teaching in the flesh: Theory-body gaps and how to grow in them”
(manuscript in progress).
3

When I first came across the term ‘quality thinking’ in the framework offered by Bailins, Case,
Coombs and Daniels, it sounded odd to me: ‘quality’ in this context sounded like an adjective
borrowed from a grocery chain advertisement (“quality meats,” etc.). Roi Daniels informed me
that they had originally wanted to use the term ‘good thinking,’ but a member of the Ministry
team to whom they reported disallowed use of the term ‘good thinking’ on the basis that it
contained a value judgement, and ministry documents shouldn’t be seen to be making “value
judgements.” This was astonishing. Making value judgements was one of the central features of
their report (Bailin et al. 1993) – making judgements is essential to critical thinking, and teachers
MUST appraise the value of students’ efforts to think critically to give them the needed
feedback! This incident is a sad indication of the kinds of constraints – bureaucratic and
idiosyncratic -- that curriculum and educational policy developers sometimes have to labour
under.
4

I must acknowledge that the extension of the term ‘critical thinking’ to fields of action has been
criticized insofar as it loosens the tie of critical thinking to one of the features often thought to be
central to it; namely, being engaged in evaluating a line of reasoning (e.g, Johnson 1992).
Certainly, when I discuss the term ‘critical thinking’ in workshops for teachers and university
instructors, I find that their focus is often exclusively on critical thinking as the evaluation of
written texts, verbal arguments, and other “intellectual products,” and they think of their role as
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being primarily to lead students towards improvement in this engagement. Interestingly, I have
found that the capacity to recognize teaching itself as a sphere for critical thinking has often
depended upon dislodging this exclusive focus on the more standardly recognized “intellectual
products.” More importantly, I have found that students are much more interested to develop as
critical thinkers once they realize that the term need not be restricted to the evaluation of texts.
But these are at best incidental benefits of extending critical thinking beyond the domain of the
strictly intellectual, and not self-standing arguments for it. A fuller discussion of reasons for
extending the term ‘critical thinking’ to the realm of action would include illuminating the
critical thinking dimensions of activities so seemingly physical as learning to swim. For fuller
discussion of related considerations, see Bailin et al. 1993, Ennis 1991.
5

This recognition that critical thinking goes on in artistic performances, manual labour and
moral experience no less than in more narrowly intellectual endeavours is one of the merits of
the (TC)2 conception of critical thinking. In fact, Bailin et al. productively question the common
distinction between critical and creative thinking, pointing out that:
For the most part scientific discoveries, technological inventions, artistic and physical
performances, and creative solutions to social ills arise out of much critical analysis.
On the other hand, quality critical thinking often requires imagining possible
implications, generating original approaches, identifying alternative perspectives, and
reframing old questions in new ways. Thus, there is considerable creativity required
for quality critical thinking, and considerable critical thinking involved in being
creative (Bailin et al. 1993: 3).5
Helping students to appreciate the creative within the critical—and the critical within the
creative—is key to the improvement of both.
6

I have some doubts as to whether the only resources related to critical thinking are intellectual
ones. For example, critical thinking in the context of nursing a baby or steering a canoe or
carving a bird out of wood involves background understanding of a kind that is not adequately
described as intellectual because it involves forms of embodied thinking—bodily knowingshow—which one develops only through bodily participation, and which one expresses primarily
in bodily form. I believe even that the thinking I have done in these situations has been largely
unmediated by language. The lesson to be drawn from this is that we can’t extend the domain of
critical thinking beyond the merely intellectual without also extending the resources needed for it
beyond the merely intellectual. It would appear, then, that “knowings-how” ought explicitly to
be added to the specification of “background knowledge of relevant subject matter” – to
complement “knowings-that.” And the restrictive modifier “intellectual” should be dropped.
7

This understanding of language is inspired by the thought of J. L. Austin, though he is not
committed to the constructivist understanding of reality that can be developed from it. (“Our
common stock of words embodies all the distinctions that men have found worth drawing, and
the connections they have found worth making” (Austin 1970, p.182).)

17

P. Courtenay-Hall’s “Are We There Yet? Critical Thinking, Culteral Diversity, and the Ethics of Teaching”

8

By acts of ‘effective empathy,’ I mean acts which not only are intended to take into caring
consideration the feelings and experiences of others, but which also succeed in doing so; i.e., the
agent has a sufficiently well-based understanding of the other person to be able to imagine with
some degree of accuracy how she or he feels, and respond appropriately.
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